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1. Introduction
This chapter reviews three case examples involving transferring and receiving states where first,
migrants traveling by sea to a state were intercepted, and transferred by that state (transferring
state) to another state (receiving state); and second, a reviewing body, a court, treaty body or
United Nations (UN) agency, applying a particular legal regime, issued a decision or informal
legal opinion as to the rights of the affected migrants and the obligations of the states involved.
Each case example involves an extraterritorial migration control or a rescue operation where
migrants were transferred by one state to a receiving state (section 2). Two of the three case
examples also involve joint processing of the migrants in the receiving state. The transfers
implicate the non-refoulement obligation, 1 both in regard to the transfer of the migrants to the
initial receiving state, and in regard to possible chain or indirect refoulement to subsequent
receiving states.
This chapter discusses the processes used by the reviewing bodies to consider the nonrefoulement obligation and the responsibility of the transferring and receiving states. The chapter
focuses only on the harms to the affected migrants and questions of responsibility occurring as a
result of the transfer of the migrants to the receiving states and, where it occurred, the subsequent
joint processing of the transferred migrants. The chapter therefore does not discuss issues arising
under the Search and Rescue Convention (SAR) or Convention for the Safety of Life at Sea
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(SOLAS), 2 or other questions relating to the pre-transfer interception or rescue of migrants at
sea. 3
The chapter reviews the primary rules at issue in the three case examples, specifically the
Convention Against Torture (CAT); 4 the European Convention on Human Rights (ECHR); 5 and
the UN Refugee Convention (Refugee Convention) in section 3, 6 as well as the relevant
secondary rules (section 4). The chapter then discusses the processes carried out by the reviewing
bodies, the UN Committee Against Torture (UNCAT, Committee Against Torture or
Committee); the European Court of Human Rights (ECtHR); and the United Nations High
Commissioner for Refugees (UNHCR) in section 5. The review processes varied from formal
judicial review in the case of the ECtHR, to quasi-judicial review by the Committee Against
Torture, to monitoring and reporting by the UNHCR. The chapter concludes with a discussion of
the reasons for which each of the reviewing bodies was unable to make formal determinations of
shared state responsibility under their respective legal regimes.

2. Cases
2.1 The Marine I case (Spain and Mauritania)
In January 2007, the Marine I, a cargo ship carrying over 350 Asian and African migrants
became disabled in international waters near Mauritania. Spanish forces rescued the disabled
ship. After diplomatic negotiations and a payment of 650,000 euros to Mauritania, Mauritania
allowed Spain to disembark the migrants in Mauritania. Spanish national police maintained
custody of the disembarked migrants on Mauritanian territory, and proceeded to identify and
2
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process the rescued migrants. African migrants regardless of nationality were transferred by
Spain to Guinea; some Asian migrants were transported to Spain where asylum claims were
made; but most Asian migrants were repatriated by the International Organization for Migration
(IOM) to their countries of nationality. A group of 23 Indian migrants resisted repatriation due to
a fear of harm if returned to Kashmir and remained detained for several months in Mauritania. A
complaint against Spain was filed with the Committee Against Torture, alleging violations of
several provisions of the CAT, including the Article 3 non-refoulement obligation. 7

2.2 The Hirsi v. Italy case (Italy and Libya)
In 2007, Italy and Libya signed a series of migration agreements which included provisions for
joint maritime surveillance and search and rescue operations in international and Libyan
territorial waters. In 2009 Italy conducted nine push-back operations where over 400 migrants
were intercepted in international waters and transferred to Libya where they were detained by
Libyan authorities. 8 A case on behalf of some of the intercepted migrants was commenced
against Italy before the ECtHR alleging violations of several provisions of the ECHR, including
the prohibition against torture under Article 3. 9 The Article 3 prohibition of torture includes a
non-refoulement obligation. 10

2.3 Australia’s ‘Pacific Solution Mark II’ (Australia and Papua New Guinea/Nauru)
In 2012, Australia resumed a modified version of an offshore processing practice which it had
ended in 2008. The new practice, ‘Pacific Solution Mark II’, provided for the transfer to Nauru
and Papua New Guinea (PNG) of migrants who reach Australia by boat, or who are intercepted at
sea trying to reach Australia, and was implemented pursuant to terms of newly negotiated
7
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diplomatic agreements with the two receiving countries. 11 The agreements included provisions
which purported to place responsibility on Nauru and PNG to adjudicate refugee claims under
their national laws. 12 The UNHCR, acting pursuant to its supervisory role under Article 25 of the
Refugee Convention, conducted monitoring visits to Nauru and PNG, reviewed the bilateral
agreements, and issued reports and statements addressing the states’ obligations under the
Refugee Convention.

3. Primary rules
The underlying obligation in each of the three case examples is the non-refoulement principle.
Related obligations are also addressed by the reviewing bodies – such as the prohibition of
collective expulsion; the right to an adequate remedy by the ECtHR; and the right to fair refugee
status determinations by the UNHCR. The non-refoulement obligation is widely accepted to be
the cornerstone of refugee protection. While there is not universal agreement that nonrefoulement rises to the level of jus cogens, it is generally considered to be part of customary
international law, meaning all states are bound by the principle even if they are not a signatory to
a particular convention containing the non-refoulement principle. 13 The CAT, the Refugee
Convention, and the ECHR each contain the non-refoulement obligation and states parties are
11
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bound by the respective conventions. Applying the question of primary rules to the three
examples above: Mauritania and Spain have both ratified the CAT, albeit with different
reservations and declarations; Italy, not Libya, is a state party to the ECHR; Australia, Nauru, and
Papua New Guinea have each ratified the Refugee Convention.
The non-refoulement obligation does not directly require a transferring state to ensure that a
receiving state does not subject a transferred person to torture or inhumane treatment. Instead, the
non-refoulement obligation requires the transferring state to assess whether a person is likely to
be tortured or subjected to inhumane treatment in the receiving state and, additionally, in case the
receiving state might transfer the person to a third state, assess whether the receiving state has
adequate procedures to prevent further chain refoulement to a third state where torture or
inhumane treatment is likely. If torture or inhumane treatment in the receiving state is likely or, if
chain refoulement might occur and adequate procedures in the receiving state do not exist to
assess possible harm in such a chain refoulement situation, the obligation prohibits the transfer of
the person.
As is the case with other international human rights conventions, a state’s responsibility can be
triggered when the state exercises jurisdiction over a territory or a person. 14 Jurisdiction will
typically exist when a state has effective de jure or de facto control over a territory or person.
If jurisdiction exists, the determination whether a particular state has a non-refoulement
obligation requires that the actions or possible actions of both the transferring state and receiving
state(s) be assessed and questions relating to possible shared responsibility may under some
circumstances be considered. In the absence of a chain refoulement concern, 15 an assessment of
the non-refoulement obligation of a transferring state requires an assessment of whether harm is
likely to occur in a receiving state. The non-refoulement obligation of the transferring state in this
circumstance is not shared with the receiving state. Should refoulement occur, with or without a
violation of the transferring state’s non-refoulement obligation, the receiving state would have an
obligation not to harm the person who has been transferred, but this obligation not to harm on the
14
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part of the receiving state is independent of the non-refoulement obligation of the transferring
state. 16
In chain refoulement cases, even if harm is not likely to occur in the initial receiving state, the
non-refoulement obligation still requires an assessment of whether there is an adequate procedure
in place in the initial receiving state to consider an individual’s claim for non-refoulement
protection if harm is likely to occur in a subsequent receiving state further down the ‘chain’. 17
When chain refoulement exists, the actions or likely actions of three or more states must be
considered. Chain refoulement cases could raise shared responsibility questions if, for example,
two transferring states in the chain acted together to return a person to a receiving state where
harm was likely to occur. In the absence of such collaboration, it is more likely that responsibility
would be assessed on the basis of each transferring state’s independent non-refoulement
obligation.
Shared responsibility questions could also arise when two states concurrently exercise effective
control over a person. The ECtHR has recognised the concurrent exercise control over a person
outside of the non-refoulement context. 18 The UNHCR has done so in regard to the Refugee
Convention. 19 Such a situation is also contemplated by UNCAT General Comment No. 2, which
provides that a state’s jurisdiction under the CAT exists in ‘any territory in which it exercises,
directly or indirectly, in whole or in part, de jure or de facto effective control’. 20 While the CAT’s
non-refoulement prohibition does not contain a territorial limitation, UNCAT General Comment
No. 2 has interpreted references to ‘territory’ in other provisions of the CAT, e.g. the Article 2
obligation to take measures to prevent torture, to extend to prohibited acts committed in ‘other
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areas over which a state exercises factual or effective control.’ 21 In such cases two states with
concurrent jurisdiction over a person would share the non-refoulement obligation.

4. Secondary rules
Each of the three case examples deals with situations involving possible chain refoulement and
the non-refoulement obligations of the transferring and receiving states. The case examples
therefore also raise questions of state responsibility under so-called secondary rules in the ILC
Articles on Responsibility of States for Internationally Wrongful Acts (ARSIWA). 22
None of the three case examples presents the most basic refoulement scenario involving the
transfer of a person from one state to another. In this basic scenario the non-refoulement
obligation requires the transferring state to make an assessment of whether torture or inhumane
treatment is likely to occur in the receiving state. The transferring state violates its obligation
when it transfers a person without conducting an adequate assessment of risk or when it transfers
a person despite knowledge that there is a risk of likely harm. The transferring state would violate
its non-refoulement obligation regardless of whether the transferred person was or was not
harmed upon transfer to the receiving state. Of the three case examples, the Hirsi case is closest
to the basic scenario, but differs in that the persons initially returned by Italy to Libya in violation
of Italy’s non-refoulement obligation were then subject to possible chain refoulement to third
countries. The principle of complicity in the ARSIWA would have no bearing on this basic
refoulement scenario because the transferring state would violate its obligation even in the
absence of any assistance or collaboration on the part of a second state, the receiving state.
Two of the case examples, the Marine I case and ‘Pacific Solution Mark II’ example, present
more complicated refoulement scenarios which implicate the responsibility of one state in
connection with the actions of one or more other states, and therefore the ARSIWA, specifically
Article 16 ARSIWA, do pertain. The Marine I case presents a situation where Spain exercised
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control over persons detained in Mauritania, with the awareness and support of Mauritania
demonstrated by a diplomatic agreement. The Marine I case presents a situation where two states
may have exercised joint control over persons who were subject to possible refoulement. The
Pacific Solution example presents a scenario with some similarities, where persons were
transferred from Australia to either Nauru or Papua New Guinea pursuant to diplomatic
agreements. This example presents a situation where two states have exercised joint control over
persons facing refoulement in the absence of adequate assessment procedures. The Pacific
Solution example also presents a strong example of one state, Australia, providing significant aid
or assistance to two other states in a manner which strongly indicates a violation of the nonrefoulement obligation. The Marine I case and the Pacific Solution example present situations of
possible shared responsibility recognised by the ILC in its Commentary to Article 16 ARSIWA,
in that each assisting state was likely ‘aware of the circumstances making the conduct of the
assisted State internationally wrongful’ and that the assistance was ‘given with a view to
facilitating the commission of a wrongful act [refoulement]’ and that the state has actually done
so. 23 Additionally, in each of the two examples, all of the states are subject to identical nonrefoulement obligations – in the Marine I case Mauritania and Spain have ratified the CAT, and
in the Pacific Solution example each of the three countries are signatories to the Refugee
Convention. 24
The ILC Commentary to Article 16 ARSIWA recognises the Monetary Gold principle and the
likely barrier it poses to admissibility of claims before an international court, if the determination
of responsibility of one state requires the court to rule on the lawfulness of another state in the
latter’s absence and without its consent. 25 In the Hirsi case example, the Monetary Gold principle
does not prevent the ECtHR from assessing Italy’s responsibility in the absence of Libya. The
ECtHR has stated that in refoulement cases, while the Court is required ‘to assess the situation in
the receiving country in the light of the requirements of Article 3[,] [i]n so far as any liability
under the [ECHR] is or may be incurred, it is liability incurred by the Contracting State, by
reason of its having taken action which has as a direct consequence the exposure of an individual
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to the risk of proscribed ill-treatment’. 26 Likewise, the Monetary Gold principle would not affect
the informal review and advice provided by the UNHCR in the Pacific Solution example. The
Monetary Gold principle could however prevent the Committee Against Torture from
adjudicating the responsibility of Mauritania in the Marine I case, given that Mauritania has not
made the necessary declarations to recognise the competence of the Committee to receive and
consider communications alleging violations of the CAT by Mauritania, but the principle would
not prevent the Committee from considering the responsibility of Spain as long as Spain’s
responsibility was not dependent on the wrongful conduct of Mauritania. 27

5. The processes
5.1 UN Committee Against Torture: Marine I case
In May 2007, a complaint was submitted to the Committee Against Torture on behalf of 23
Indian migrants alleging violations of the non-refoulement and other provisions of the CAT. The
complaint did not include allegations against Mauritania because Mauritania, even though a CAT
signatory, has not recognised the competence of the Committee Against Torture to consider
complaints filed by individuals. 28 At the time of the filing of the complaint, the migrants had
been detained for approximately three months after having been disembarked from the disabled
ship in Nouadhibou, Mauritania. While the Committee ultimately found the complaint to be
inadmissible, before dismissing the case the Committee addressed and rejected Spain’s argument
that it could not be found to bear responsibility under the CAT because the actions at issue took
place outside of Spanish territory and thus outside of Spanish jurisdiction.
Spain argued that Mauritania had explicitly authorised the temporary presence of Spanish
security forces on Mauritanian territory. 29 Spain argued that it had complied with its international

26

Hirsi, n. 8, para. 115.
ARSIWA Commentary, n. 22, Commentary to Article 16 ARSIWA, para. 11.
28
Article 22(1) CAT, n. 4.
29
A total of 1,130 Spanish police officers were deployed to Mauritania during the mission, see Tribunal Supremo,
No. de Recurso 548/2008, 17 February 2010 (4th Section, Fundamentos de Derecho).
27

9

obligations under the SOLAS and SAR Conventions, and that those obligations ended once the
rescued migrants had been disembarked in Nouadhibou, described by Spain as a ‘safe port’. 30
The Committee rejected Spain’s jurisdictional argument. Relying on its General Comment No. 2,
the Committee noted that ‘the jurisdiction of a state party refers to any territory in which it
exercises, directly or indirectly, in whole or in part, de jure or de facto effective control, in
accordance with international law’ and that this ‘must also include situations where a state party
exercises, directly or indirectly, de facto or de jure control over persons in detention’. 31 The
Committee found that Spain ‘maintained control over the persons on board the Marine I from the
time the vessel was rescued and throughout the identification and repatriation process that
[subsequently] took place in Nouadhibou’. 32 The Committee noted that Spain maintained
‘constant de facto control’ over the migrants in Nouadhibou ‘by virtue of a diplomatic agreement
concluded with Mauritania’. 33
The Committee found the complaint inadmissible because the complainant, a Spanish human
rights activist, did not have locus standi. Therefore the Committee could not proceed to address
whether Spain violated its non-refoulement obligation by transferring the rescued migrants to
various third countries. 34
Even had the complaint against Spain been admissible, the Committee for competence reasons
would still not have been able to address the issue of Mauritania’s compliance with its
obligations under the CAT.
While General Comment No. 2 does not address the situation where a state party explicitly
authorises a second state to act within the state party’s territory, it notes that a state party would
be in violation of the CAT if it failed to adopt effective measures to prevent ‘other persons acting
in an official capacity’ from participating in, or being complicit in, torture. 35 A state party would
therefore be in violation of the CAT when it failed to adopt effective measures to prevent a
second state, acting within the state party’s territory and with the consent of the state party, from
30
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participating in, or being complicit in, torture. The General Comment observes that the CAT’s
provisions are interdependent, and as a result the obligation to prevent torture includes, among
other things, taking measures to prevent refoulement and acts of cruel, inhuman or degrading
treatment. 36 It follows that Mauritania would have been in violation of its obligations by failing
to adopt effective measures to prevent Spanish authorities from subjecting the migrants to
refoulement. The situation therefore presented an even stronger example of potential shared
responsibility, given Mauritania’s formal diplomatic consent to Spain’s actions within
Mauritanian territory. Spain presumably would not have been able to engage in any of the actions
of refoulement without Mauritania’s formal agreement.
Even in the absence of consent by a state party, the General Comment makes clear that where a
state knows, or has reasonable grounds to believe, that acts of torture or ill-treatment are being
committed by non-state officials, and the state party fails to prevent or investigate the acts, ‘the
state [party] bears responsibility and its officials should be considered as authors, complicit or
otherwise responsible under the Convention for consenting to or acquiescing in such
impermissible acts … The state [party’s] indifference or inaction provides a form of
encouragement and or de facto permission’. 37 States have a positive obligation to secure
applicable rights to persons subject to their jurisdiction. This principle has been recognised
elsewhere. The Human Rights Committee considering claims arising under the International
Covenant on Civil and Political Rights (ICCPR) stated that ‘a state party is responsible for acts of
foreign officials exercising acts of sovereign authority on its territory, if such acts are performed
with the consent or acquiescence of the State party’. 38 The ECtHR has found that even ‘where a
contracting state is prevented from exercising its authority over the whole of its territory by a
constraining de facto situation’ such as a rebellion, ‘[t]he state in question must endeavour, with
all the legal and diplomatic means available’ to seek to comply with its obligations under the
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ECHR. 39 The rationale of these decisions supports the proposition that Mauritania shared
responsibility for the actions carried out by Spain on its territory. 40

5.2 ECtHR: Hirsi v. Italy
In May 2009, an application against Italy was filed with the ECtHR on behalf of 24 Eritrean and
Somali migrants who had been intercepted by Italy in international waters in the Mediterranean
Sea and returned to Libya during a push-back operation. The Hirsi applicants were not provided
with an opportunity to make a claim to international protection before being transferred to Libyan
authorities in Tripoli. The complaint alleged violations of Article 3 ECHR and Article 4 of
Protocol 4, 41 prohibiting torture or inhuman treatment and collective expulsion of aliens,
respectively.
Italy initially asserted that the events at issue did not fall within Italy’s jurisdiction. While
acknowledging that the events took place on board Italian military ships, Italy claimed that the
interception of the migrant boats occurred in the context of a rescue in international waters which
did not constitute a ‘maritime police operation’, and as a result Italy never exercised ‘absolute
and exclusive control’ over the migrants necessary to trigger jurisdiction under the ECHR. 42 Italy
further characterised the transfer of the migrants to Libya as an action conducted in accord with
its bilateral agreements with Libya with which it was obligated to comply.
While jurisdiction under the ECHR is essentially territorial, the ECtHR has recognised instances
of extraterritorial exercise of jurisdiction by a state. 43 It is an established principle that a vessel
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41
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42
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operating on the high seas is subject to the exclusive jurisdiction of the flag state and the Italian
military ships were therefore within Italian jurisdiction. 44 The ECtHR determined that ‘in the
period between boarding the ships of the Italian armed forces and being handed over to the
Libyan authorities, the applicants were under the continuous and exclusive de jure and de facto
control of the Italian authorities’. 45 The ECtHR rejected the claim that Italy could ‘circumvent its
“jurisdiction” under the Convention by describing the events at issue as rescue operations on the
high seas’. 46 ‘Speculation as to the nature and purpose of the intervention of the Italian ships on
the high seas would not lead the Court to any other conclusion.’ 47
Libya is not a signatory to the ECHR and the ECtHR therefore did not consider any question of
Libyan responsibility under the ECHR. But the ECtHR was compelled to assess the human rights
situation in Libya in light of the Article 3 non-refoulement obligation, because Libya was the
receiving country in the Italian push-back operation. 48 In this regard the ECtHR said that ‘[i]n so
far as any liability under the [ECHR] is or may be incurred, it is liability incurred by [Italy], by
reason of its having taken action which has as a direct consequence the exposure of an individual
to the risk of the proscribed ill-treatment.’ 49 The ECtHR concluded that Italy violated Article 3
by transferring the migrants to Libya without considering their claims to international protection,
and thus exposing them to the risk of inhuman or degrading treatment within Libya. The ECtHR
found an additional independent violation of Article 3 based upon the risk of chain refoulement
from Libya to applicants’ countries of origin. 50
The ECtHR rejected Italy’s assertions that it could avoid responsibility under the ECHR because
the transfer of migrants was sanctioned by bilateral migration agreements with Libya and because
Libya had an independent obligation to respect the human rights of the transferred migrants. Italy
pointed to a provision in its 2008 Friendship Treaty in which Libya ‘expressly undertook to
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comply with the principles of the United Nations Charter and the Universal Declaration of
Human Rights’ 51 and to the fact that Libya had ratified the ICCPR and the CAT. Italy claimed it
was entitled to presume that Libya was in compliance with its obligations to protect the migrants
after their transfer. 52 The ECtHR rejected this argument stating that ‘the existence of domestic
laws and the ratification of international treaties guaranteeing respect for fundamental rights are
not in themselves sufficient to ensure adequate protection against the risk of ill-treatment where,
as in the present case, reliable sources have reported practices resorted to or tolerated by the
authorities which are manifestly contrary to the principles of the [ECHR]’. 53 The ECtHR further
said that
Italy cannot evade its own responsibility by relying on its obligations arising out of bilateral agreements
with Libya. Even if it were to be assumed that those agreements made express provision for the return to
Libya of migrants intercepted on the high seas, the Contracting States’ responsibility continues even after
their having entered into treaty commitments subsequent to the entry into force of the Convention or its
Protocols in respect of these States. 54

The Court concluded its judgment by indicating that Italy should seek assurances from Libyan
authorities regarding the protection of those applicants remaining in Libya. The Court
acknowledged that its judgments were essentially declaratory in nature, but having determined
that
the transfer of the applicants exposed them to the risk of being subjected to ill-treatment in Libya and being
arbitrarily repatriated to Somalia and Eritrea … the Court considers that the Italian Government must take
all possible steps to obtain assurances from the Libyan authorities that the applicants will not be subjected
to treatment incompatible with Article 3 of the Convention or arbitrarily repatriated. 55

In a concurring opinion, Judge Pinto de Albuquerque criticised as inadequate the Court’s
instruction to the Italian government to ‘obtain assurances from the Libyan authorities that the
applicants will not be subjected to treatment incompatible with Article 3 of the [ECHR] or
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arbitrarily repatriated’. 56 Judge Pinto de Albuquerque stated that ‘concrete measures’ were
required and expressed the opinion that the Italian government had ‘a positive obligation to
provide the applicants with practical and effective access to an asylum procedure in Italy’. 57

5.3 UNHCR: Australia’s Pacific Solution Mark II
In 2012, Australia negotiated two bilateral agreements with Nauru and PNG. The agreements
were both modified in 2013. 58 The agreements, commonly referred to as the ‘Pacific Solution
Mark II’, 59 provided for the transfer of persons who ‘have traveled irregularly by sea to
Australia’ 60 and persons intercepted at sea by Australian authorities in the course of trying to
reach Australia by irregular means 61 to either Nauru or PNG, which are obligated under the
agreements to accept the transferred persons. 62
Australia’s offshore processing practice has not been reviewed by an international court or treaty
body. The UNHCR, however, exercising its monitoring and supervisory authority in regard to the
Refugee Convention, issued several reports communicating its views regarding the transfer of
persons by Australia to Nauru and PNG and the obligations of the three states under the Refugee
Convention.
The UNHCR conducted several missions to Nauru and PNG to assess how the three countries
were implementing their obligations under the Refugee Convention. The missions were
conducted pursuant to UNHCR’s supervisory role under Article 35 of the Refugee Convention
and Article II of the Refugee Protocol. 63 The UNHCR conveyed findings and recommendations
in public reports and correspondence on a range of issues, including the propriety of the use of
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offshore processing in general; the adequacy of the offshore refugee status determination process;
and the question of shared responsibility under the Refugee Convention. 64
The agreements provided that Nauru and PNG as the receiving states would either ‘make an
assessment … of whether or not a transferee is covered by the definition of refugee’ 65 or ‘permit
an assessment to be made’. 66 This latter language permitted Australia to conduct refugee
assessments, though as the UNHCR observed, the intent of the agreements is for Nauru and PNG
to assume full administrative responsibility for assessing refugee claims. 67
The normal and preferred practice for processing refugee claims is for a Refugee Convention
signatory state to assume responsibility for its obligations under the Convention and provide
access to a fair in-country process for persons who arrive at the state’s borders. 68 Offshore or
extraterritorial processing in the UNHCR’s view ‘should normally only be pursued as part of a
burden-sharing arrangement to more fairly distribute responsibilities and enhance available
protection space’ (internal quotation mark omitted). 69 Offshore processing arrangements should
also be implemented in good faith and will not be considered by the UNHCR as an acceptable
exception if the practice ‘represents an attempt by an intercepting State to divest itself of
responsibility and shift that responsibility to another State’. 70 The UNHCR questioned whether
Australia’s use of offshore processing under the circumstances was ‘fully appropriate’. 71
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Assuming that an offshore processing arrangement has been implemented in good faith, and that
it is a part of an acceptable burden sharing arrangement, the transferring state must still ensure
that appropriate protection safeguards are in place in the receiving state. 72 The UNHCR
questioned the adequacy of protection safeguards in both PNG and Nauru. The UNHCR noted
that PNG, while a signatory to the Refugee Convention, maintained multiple reservations to the
Convention, including reservations to Articles 26, 31 and 32 pertaining to freedom of movement;
penalisation for illegal entry; and expulsion. 73 The UNHCR noted that PNG at the time of
implementation had not developed domestic legislation to implement its obligations under the
Refugee Convention; did not have a functional system for identifying and protecting refugees;
and since 2007 had relied on the UNHCR to handle refugee claims made by spontaneously
arriving asylum seekers. 74 The UNHCR noted that PNG was not a signatory to the CAT, and that
neither PNG nor Nauru were signatories to the two Statelessness Conventions. 75 The UNHCR
noted that Nauru had only recently acceded to the Refugee Convention and to the CAT, and that
at the time of implementation of the agreement with Australia Nauru did not have asylum
procedures. 76 As of 2013, while Nauru had implemented a legal framework for considering
refugee claims, the UNHCR reported that it lacked officials with adequate experience to conduct
fair and accurate assessments of claims. 77 As a result refugee claims were being processed by
Australian officials seconded to Nauru. 78
The UNHCR reported there was ‘considerable ambiguity and confusion about operational
aspects’ of arrangements between PNG and Nauru and Australia. 79 The UNHCR noted in regard
to PNG ‘a significant and troubling lacuna in the legal arrangements that would be required to
implement the provisions of the [agreement] and which [were] needed to ensure compliance with
72
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applicable international law and protection standards’. 80 In regard to Nauru, the UNHCR
expressed deep concern about ‘uncertainty and delays in establishment’ of refugee status
determinations. 81
The offshore processing agreements presented the question of whether Australia’s responsibilities
under the Refugee Convention ended upon transfer of the intercepted migrants to PNG and Nauru
or, if they did not end, whether they changed in some fashion. Before any intercepted migrants
are transferred to Nauru and PNG, it is clear that the migrants are under the de jure and de facto
control of Australia. When such persons are received on the territory of Nauru and PNG pursuant
to the terms of the agreements, the migrants are subject to the de jure control of Nauru and PNG,
but, the UNHCR noted that Australia continued to exercise significant de facto control over the
migrants in both PNG and Nauru.
The UNHCR took note of the language of the agreements which indicated that each state
undertook to ensure that transferred persons are ‘treated with dignity and respect and that relevant
human rights standards are met’. Australia undertook to make sure that all persons entering the
receiving states would be transferred or resettled elsewhere. 82 The UNHCR concluded that such
undertakings indicated that the states ‘accept[ed] that they have shared and joint legal
responsibility for the protection of refugees identified in the processing arrangements’. 83
Australia advised the UNHCR that it considered its legal responsibility for transferred persons to
end, and shift to the receiving states once the transferred persons arrived in the receiving states.84
The UNHCR rejected this view for several reasons, including the lack of competence and
capacity on the part of PNG and Nauru to protect or process the persons being transferred by
Australia. Given the lack of competence and capacity, the UNHCR stated that ‘[a]t best, we
would see the transfers as a shared and joint legal responsibility under the Refugee Convention
and other applicable human rights instruments’. 85 The UNHCR further rejected Australia’s
assertion that its legal responsibility ended upon transfer because ‘the significant de facto control
80
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exercised by Australian officials and contractors [in PNG] reinforce[d] UNHCR’s view that legal
responsibility under international law for the care and protection of all transferees from Australia
to PNG remain[ed] with both contracting states equally’. 86 In regard to Nauru, the UNHCR
observed that Australian officials ‘appeared to be in effective control of management of the
[offshore processing centre]’, 87 noting among other factors that ‘[a]pproval to enter the [centre]
appears to be controlled by [Australian authorities] and not the Government of Nauru’. 88 The
UNHCR noted ‘confusion about lines of responsibility’ in Nauru which was ‘exacerbated by the
absence of a regular presence of the Nauruan Government at the [centre] and the fairly high
visibility (and level of control) by Australian officials’. 89 The existence of de facto control in
both countries was further reinforced by the fact that Australia paid all costs associated with the
offshore processing centres. 90 For these reasons, the UNHCR concluded that shared and joint
legal responsibility existed under the Refugee Convention.

6. Conclusion
The primary rules in the three above case examples, enshrined in the CAT, ECHR, and the
Refugee Convention, impose the non-refoulement obligation on the respective contracting states.
Questions of shared responsibility for a violation of the non-refoulement obligation are unlikely
to arise within the framework of the most basic act of refoulement where a transferring state
transfers a person to a receiving state when the person is likely to face torture or when the
transferring state fails to assess whether torture is likely to occur in the receiving state. Since the
non-refoulement obligation does not directly require a transferring state to ensure that a receiving
state does not torture a transferred person, the basic act of refoulement would not trigger shared
responsibility in the absence of aid or assistance by the receiving state. Furthermore, the
transferring state would violate the non-refoulement obligation once it transferred a person in the
face of likely torture or without assessing the risk of torture, even if no harm were to come to the
person in the receiving state.
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But questions of shared responsibility will arise in cases which present more complicated
refoulement factual situations, as shown by the case examples involving three situations of
extraterritorial migration control operations and two of offshore processing. There is nothing in
the primary rules applicable for the three case examples which prevents the respective reviewing
bodies from considering questions of shared responsibility under the respective conventions other
than first, the factual presence of a non-contracting state, as was the case with Libya in the Hirsi
case example; or, second, the presence of a contracting state which had not consented to the
competence of the reviewing body, as was the case with Mauritania in the Marine I case.
The refusal by the ECtHR to consider the shared responsibility of Italy and Libya due to Libya
being a non-contracting state is consistent with the secondary rules, specifically the ILC
Commentary to Article 16 ARSIWA, which recognises the Monetary Gold principle and the need
for the presence and consent of a state in order for a reviewing court to make a determination of
responsibility regarding that state. The Committee Against Torture in the Marine I case was
prevented by provisions of its convention from considering the question of the shared responsibly
of Spain and Mauritania. While Spain and Mauritania were CAT signatories, Mauritania had not
made the necessary supplemental declaration to recognise the competence of the Committee to
consider complaints pertaining to Mauritania. As with the Hirsi case, this procedural barrier
within the CAT is consistent with the Article 16 ARSIWA Commentary and the Monetary Gold
principle. The UNHCR, exercising its supervisory role over the Refugee Convention, was able to
consider and find that there was shared responsibility on the part of Australia, Nauru, and PNG.
This finding is consistent with the Commentary to Article 16 ARSIWA, requiring that the
assisting state was ‘aware of the circumstances making the conduct of the assisted State
internationally wrongful’ and that the assistance was ‘given with a view to facilitating the
commission of a wrongful act’, which in this case was subjecting the affected migrants to likely
or actual refoulement.
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